are Sal and Ray so infatuated with Dean and Japhy that they change their plans in life, follow the two younger men's example, yet eventually put aside their example? These contradictions are really paradoxes, seeming contradictions, for they can be understood by a close reading of each book. The paradoxes all revolve around one theme: the main character's search for values which will give him a satisfying way to live.
In both books the search for satisying values to live by is, itself, the central concern.
2 The search leads Sal and
Ray to the idea of spontaneity. Sal is drawn to it by his infatuation with Dean's way of living, and Ray is drawn to it by his interest in Buddhist meditation and his infatuation with Japhy.
Kerouac himself identified two kinds of beats, the "hot" and the "cool.,,3 These two forms of beat are based on the two forms of spontaneity, "hot" and "cool." Sal tries on the value of "hot" spontaneity. He takes Dean as his model and tries to make spontaneity part of his way of living. Ray takes on the value of " cool" spontaneity. He puts his life into the meditative life of a Buddhist, and takes Japhy as his model.
In ~ The Road, the method of the search takes the form of a master-disciple relationship between Sal and Dean. Dean is the master, the man who lives spontaneously; Sal is the disciple, eager to learn. Early in the book, Sal says, "The only people for me are the mad ones, the ones who are mad to live, mad to talk, mad to be saved, desirous of everything at the same time" (p. 9). Dean takes Sal with him on many trips across the country, even traveling across the continent to pick Sal up for another adventure. The two men share breakneck drives across the country during which they have marathon talk sessions. They pursue sex and enjoy jazz. Through all this, Dean is initiating Sal into spontaneity.
(Dean at one point calls this spontaneity "IT".) This is the "hot" form of spontaneity, the "crazy, talkative shining eyed nut, trying to make it.,,4
In The Dharma Bums, another master-disciple relationship is established. Again it is between the main character, here called Ray, and a younger man, Japhy Ryder.
(Dean was also younger than Sal.) Japhy introduces the city boy, Ray, to the mountains and the woods.
Here, the journeys used as the vehicle of initiation and instruction are not fast car trips, but rather solitary walks in the wilds and mountain climbs.
Japhy teaches Ray about how to climb, about the purity of these kinds of trips (having the right kinds of food and equipment, keeping the emphasis on individual participation with nature, yet also using the walk to get into the ~oul of your fellow traveler). Ray acknowledges that Japhy changed his direction in life, he says that Japhy "did eventually stick something in my crystal head that made me change my plans in life" (p. 130).5 With Japhy, Ray finds the "cool" form of spontanteity, "the bearded laconic sage.,,6 One of Ray's descriptions of Japhy, as he enters Japhy's spare, ascetic little home is this: "I . . . looked in and saw him • • • sitting crosslegged • with his spectacles on, making him look old and scholarly and wise" (p. 17).
But in both novels, within each form of spontaneity, there is a discrepancy between Sal's and Ray's wanting to be spontaneous and their eventual putting aside of spontaneity.
Both Sal and Ray truly want to be spontaneous; Sal in the "hot" fashion of Dean, and Ray in the "cool" manner of JaphY. Ray first becomes dissatisfied with Japhy when he mentions that he does not want to hear any more of Ray's "word descriptions." Japhy says he wants to be "enlightened by action" (p. 133). Ray had just achieved an enlightenment for himself and was eager to share it with Japhy. They later make up, Japhy admitting that Ray is right, but Ray says he will not tell any more of his "words" to Japhy. The two men continue a close friendship, but Ray increasingly withdraws from his uncritical infatuation with Japhy. He can't understand why Japhy objects so strongly to some involvement with materialism-- Kerouac's own concern with the primitive. At least, this is the way the beats view primitive man and his values. 9
For the beats, though, spontaneity is a means to get back to the true values they feel the primitive man has. It is not an attempt to ape his life style--the beats were insistent on being up on certain of the higher forms of culture e.g., poetry, jazz. The beats have no interest in living in squalor or having to fight for their existence. But they do
seek to approach life much the way they see that the primitive man does. They seek to weigh the alternatives modern life offers them in terms of a simple formu1a--how does this enhance the basic survival of the self? Here the beats shift from the primitive's focus on survival of the physical self to survival of the psychological self.
It is here, in the stress on survival of the psychological self, that the beats place their high value on spontaneity.
The return to an intuitive reaction to the demands of the wor1d--a kind of visceral reaction of the mind and soul-increases the beat man's ability to maintain the survival of the psychological (meaning, for them, primarily, the emotional) self in the corrupting, complex world.
Modern society places a high value on maintaining itself.
The individual is expected to orient himself to society, to give up parts of his self (that is, much 'of his individuality)
if the society demands it, so society can cOntinue to function.
The beats see this as an assult on the emotional self and reject this orientation. Instead they try to force society to orient itself to them by denying society's overwhelming importance and values. Instead of dealing with 'the world in objective and chronological time, they shift to subjective, qualitative time. Bernard Duffey, in his article, "The Three Worlds of Jack Kerouac," notes that, Kerouac's work shares with much other modern writing a relapse into the world of subjective and qualitative time.
To "dig" in beat talk, is to allow something to fill one's time-consciousness. By this means, the whole world built on event, feeling, thought, and motive in time is replaced by a world in which all these are themselves time and are the only stuff of human apprehension and of life itself."lO Spontaneity, or IT as "hot" spontaneity is called in On the Road, is not ecstasy, but rather a matter of orientation to life and living. Each of us must orient ourselves to something larger than ourselves--the world. We must accommodate ourselves to it. The things which the world places value on we must place value on, or risk not being able to function in the world. We must see that we have food, shelter, clothing-the world owes us nothing. The man who is spontaneous does not orient himself to the world, but forces the world to orient itself to him.
He Aside from events in the two novels corresponding to the' events in Kerouac's life, we have, to fill in the gap, Kerouac's own admission that he started out as a "hot" beat, but "cooled it" -,
in Buddhist meditation.
Sal in On The Road begins the novel fresh ,from the "weary split-up" with his wife and "the feeling that everything was dead" (p. 5). He is looking for something which will restore life to his deadness. His life ~ith his aunt, his campus activities, .and even his work 'do notsee'm: to hold much promise in his life, but he meets a young man who does seen to hold promise for him: Dean "Cool" spontaneity is grounded in discipline; thioughhis discipline the self is enabled to maintain itself by its communion with the basic important values in life--seen as the primitive for Kerouac and the beats. The self can sort through the chaff of consumerism and the blue square of t.v. and seek out the wheat of goodness in men and alignment with the Dharma. For Japhy, discipline means rigid adheienceto the proper way to pack a rucksack, to hike, to camp, to climb.
It means working rigorously at reading or translating. For I Ray, discipline is hot so rigorous. For him it means working within the confines of a given structure as long as it furthers progress towards the final. goal: survival of the emotional self and alignment with ·the Dharma. Ray and Japhy disagree over discipline, and this is illustrated best by Ray's insistence on the value of wine ·and drinking to get drunk--such as the incident where he and Japhy are ·to attend a lecture and discussion at Berkeley--and Japhy's insistence that such things as drinking merely becloud the mind. In the university incident, Japhy stomps off in disgust with Ray;
Ray tries not to pass out so he can prove something to Japhy;
and Japhy returns drunk saying Ray was right all along. his accomplishments as a poet and translator, his being the "only one who didn't look like a poet" (p. 11) the night of the poetry reading, all filled Ray with respect and admiration for Japhy.
As the two men talk they discover they share many ideas, particularly about Buddhism. Ray makes it clear to Japhy that he is content in his own brand of Buddhism and doesn't need I'll tramp with a rucksack and make it the pure wayll (p. 62).
The IIpure wayll or the Dharma now seems to include rucksacks, camping, and withdrawal from society--all of which Ray learned from Japhy.
But Ray is not in complete agreement with Japhy. They differ in two important ways, one, on their approach to discipline, and on Ray's emphasis on kindness and compassion.
And it is on their differences over these two points that Ray realizes that Japhy's Zen is not for him and brings him, at the novel's end, to his acceptance of his own version of Buddhism.
As already mentioned, Japhy puts a high value on being properly prepared for their hiking trip and bringing the right kinds of food and equipment. Ray doesn't really care, partly because he doesn't realize all that is involved. He doesn't think Japhy is bringing enough food; he wants to bring wine; he is upset when Morley doesn't bring his sleeping bag--Ray responds, "But goddammit I was all ready to enjoy this so much" (p. 40)--and he's upset when Morley forgot to drain the crankcase and had to go back.
Ray is convinced of the value of drinking as a way of getting outside the cares of this world and into touch with the emotional and psychological self. Japhy is not. On the night when he and Japhy, Coughlin and Alvah get drunk and have their Zen Lunatic escapades Ray concludes, "But there was a wisdom in it all" (p. 83). The wisdom is that they are at least involved in the world and responding to it with part of themselves, rather than sitting in front of the "blue square" of t.v. watching one show after another, "nobody talking."
And the Berkeley lecture already mentioned enlarges on this difference. This is the episode. Ray and Japhy are walking around to the Salvation Army and Goodwill stores' when Ray gets the urge to get drunk. I got the overwhelming urge to get drunk and feel good.
I bought a poorboy of ruby port and uncapped it and dragged Japhy into an alley and we drank.
"You better not drink too much", he said, "you know we gotta go to Berkeley after this and attend a lecture and discussion at the Buddhist Center."
"Aw I don't wanta go to no such thing, I just wanta drink in alleys." "But they're expecting you, I read all your poems there last year." "I don't care. Look at that fog flying over the alley and look at this warm ruby red port, don't it make ya feel like singing in the wind?"
"No it doesn't. You know, Ray, Cacoethes says you drink too much." "And him with his ulcer! Why do you think he has an ulcer? Because he drank too much himself. Do I have an ulcer? Not on your life! I drink for joy! If you don't like my drinking you can go to the lecture by yourself.
I'll wait at Coughlin's cottage." "But you'll miss all that, just for some old wine." "There's wisdom in wine, goddam it! I yelled. "Have a shot!" "No I won't!" "Well then I'll drink it!" and I drained the bottle and we went back on Sixth Street where I immediately jumped back into the same store and bought another poorboy.
I was feeling fine now. Japhy was sad and disappointed.
"How do you expect to become a good bhikku or even a Bodhisattva Mahasattva always getting drunk like that?" (p. 149).
Japhy's attitude on drinking, and on the importance of discipline in achieving Buddhist goals is clear. You must strip away all encumbrances so you can reach satori. Oiscipline is one way to strip away the unwanted.
Ray's attitude is also clear. Feeling is the most important thing. Satori comes when everything feels right. Another aspect of feeling right for Ray is feeling compassion for your fellow man.
This difference in their attitudes towards how to reach their own goals is also reflected in their disagreement over "action" and "words." Ray at one point in the book, when he is living with his mother, sister and brother-in-law, reaches an enlightenment. When he finally meets Japhy again he is eager to tell him about his enlightenment but Japhy stops him.
"I don't wanta hear all your word descriptions of words words words you made up all winter, man I wanta be enlightened by actions" (p. 133). Ray is hurt by this. They later make up, with Japhy admitting that Ray is right, but Ray's attitude changes towards Japhy, "I wasn't about to start advertising my 'words' out loud any more to Japhy" (p. 137). Even though Japhy later admitted he was wrong about Ray's words, Japhy's attitude about action is consistent with the way he lives and reflects his true feelings.
In the Berkeley lecture incident, Japhy also admits that
Ray is right about drinking, saying that when he got there they all got drunk on saki and discussed prajna. "It was great" (p. 151). But, again, this is more Japhy's enthusiasm of the moment than a reflection of Japhy'strue feelings.
Earlier, before the Berkeley incident and the argument over drinking, Ray is standing outside a kitchen window, peering in at his mother, whom he has not seen for a long time.
Ray cites another of the differences between his approach to the Dharma and JaphY's. Japhy's approach allows him only a minimum involvement with materialism. He scorns materialism (except for his demand for the highest quality hiking equipment ****** I said "God, I love you" and looked up to the sky and really meant it. "I have fallen in love with you, God. Take care of us all, one way or the other" (p. 191).
We can now see that the search for satisfying values is the major concern of On The Road and The Dharma Bums. We can also see that Kerouac viewed the idea of spontaneity, with its association with primitive values (as Kerouac and the beats viewed them), as one value that might be satisfying, and that might restore the spirit in man which the American consumer society had exacted.
Kerouac, in his own life and in his fiction, found "hot" spontaneity unable, except momentarily and at great cost, to continuously supplant the dead feeling society produced in men. He found "cool" spontaneity more durable. While Japhy's version of "cool" spontaneity did not work for Kerouac himself or his character Ray, Kerouac did see it as probably viable for others, particularly those who. could harbor a discipline like Japhy's. Ray's version of "cool" spontaneity was, for a while, successful in the novel, but with the older Ray's admission at the novel's opening that he is now old and cynical, the ultimate success of his "cool" spontaneity is cast into doubt.
Judging from the outcome of the two novels, there are two successful ways to restore meaning or value to our consumer-deadened lives. There is no sUCJgestion, however, that these are the only two ways, or even the best ways. Ln On The Road Sal places his future in his relationship with Laura. But the relationship is only sUCJgested and not developed. We really have no way of knowing if this will be . another briefly intense, but ultimately short-lived affair, or if Sal is really committed to the union. Sal and Laura's assertion to love each other madly does not assure that the love will last. But the deliberateness of the relationship, their planning and refusal to upset their plans--a first for Sal--gives the strong suggestion that this will be a lasting relationship. It is, at least, a mature relationship. We do not know if Sal has given up his search for satisfying values, or if he has found them in his relationship with Laura. We simply can not be sure. We do know that Sal has found that Dean's "hot" spontaneity will not give him a satisfying life.
The other successful way to approach living that Kerouac identifies in these two novels must be Japhy's "cool" spontaneity. The older Ray's cynicism and lip-service presents the younger Ray's "cool" spontaneity as ultimately unsatisfying. Only Japhy's approach, for those who have the discipline to follow it, is presented as successful.
We are left, then, with the following synthesis of both novels. Each novel is a characteristic expressions of the beat concern: restoring meaning and value to living by restoring value to the individual. For Kerouac, spontaneity holds a promise of restoring value; and in his exploration of what kind of spontaneity is most successful, Kerouac finds that for those with the necessary discipline, Japhy's"cool" spontaneity is best. For those who lack that discipline, like Ray, Ray's "cool" spontaneity is successful--but we are cautioned by the older Ray's remark that it may be, or is, ultimately unsatisfying. a paradox. We can understand why both Sal and Ray eventually stop pursuing spontaneity, and in this way we have reduced the contradictions in the novels to paradox. But we can not resolve for Sal and Ray, just as Kerouac could not, the question of living a satisfying life through the value of spontaneity in our consumer society.
Footnotes
IJack Kerouac, On The Road (New York: 1955 , 1957 . This and quotations from this edition.
Signet Paperback, all subsequent 2Two recent articles, one in 1973 and one in 1974, explore the central concerns of On The Road. For Carole G. Vopat, in her 1973 article "JackKeroua~On The Road: A Reconsideration", the central concern is Kerouac demonstrating his own criticism of the beat generation in his portrayal of the lives of Sal and Dean. She feels that Kerouac "makes it clear that Sal Paradise goes on the road to escape from life rather than to find it, that he runs from the intimacy and responsibility of more demanding human relationships, and from a more demanding human relationship with himself" (p. 385-86). She feels that Sal and his friends are not "seeking or celebrating self, but are rather fleeing from identity" (p. 388) .
"They run from self-definition, for to admit the complex existence of the self is to admit its contingencies: the claims of others, commitments to society, to oneself ll (p. 388-89). And while Sal himself says he ought to be searching for a wife, Vopat believes he is really searching for a father, "For someone to shelter him from life and responsibility" (p. 391). Vopat argues that the "double vision" which Kerouac gives to Sal enables him to comment on, and to temper with reasoned hindsight, the enthusiasm of the younger Sal. Because Sal grows and develops in the novel, he is finally able to see that "Dean's frantic moving and going is not a romantic quest for adventure or truth but is instead a sad, lost circling for the past, for the home and the father he never had" (p. 401). For Vopat, then, the central concern of the novel is Sal's growth as a character and the criticism of the beat way of life by the older Sal as he tells the story of the younger Sal (this, according to Vopat, is Kerouac's "double vision").
For George Dardess, in his 1974 article "The Delicate Dynamics of Friendship: A Reconsideration of Kerouac's On The Road," the main concern of the novel is the friendship between Sal and Dean. The novel is for Dardess "a delicately constructed account of the relation" between Sal and Dean (p. 200-01). For Dardess "The men's relations are intimately connected to the direction and scope of their geographical movements. As their geographical range increases, so does the range and complexity of their relation" (p. 202).
Of these two articles, Vopat's is the better. She provides an in-depth, reasoned examination of On The Road. I agree with her on many points, and disagree~ith her on only a few. Dardess's article is superficial and disappointing in its approach, and wrongheaded in its assertion that the friendship is the major concern in the novel. It is an important concern, but not the major concern. The course of the friendship between Sal and Dean merely mirrors the development of Sal, from the man who Vopat feels is trying to escape from life to the man who sees his life on the road for what it was--escape--and who is now ready to settle down into adult responsibilities. For Vopat this is shown by Sal's rejection of Dean at the end of the novel; his refusal to leave for San Francisco before he, Sal, is ready, even though Dean has come all the way from San Francisco to New York to get him, to IIrescue him once more from the world of age and obligation II (p. 406). For Vopat, Sal has finally accepted IIfeeling, responsibility, and roots--not in a place but in another person, Laura ll (p. 406).
My own conception of the major concern of On The Road is similar to Vopat's, but is not identical. SaliS-taking up with Dean is not merely escape, though it is that too. It is a search by Sal for something which will take away the feeling of the weary split-up and the feeling that everything was dead. Sal is immature, as Vopat suggests, but he takes up with Dean because of two motives. One is his infatuation with Dean, with the contrast between Dean's life and his own. This is the escapism Vopat sees. The other is induced by the deliberative part of Sal; the part which is the writer looking sincerely for new values to replace dead ones. It is this part which sees in Dean a promise, the promise of the value of spontaneity. 9Not all primitive societies have to fight for survival. But for the beats, primitive man's proximity to this struggle for physical survival invests their lives with a higher degree of affirmation of the self. This suggests a relatively unstructured society to the beats, but this view is not accurate. Primitive societies are highly structured, and the individual is required to give up parts of his self in order to belong. But it may be as the beats assert, that the primitive man retains more of his individual self, despite his compromises to live in a primitive, structured society. The primitive societies Sal encounters are those of the American Negro, the Mexican-American migrant worker and the Mexican Indians. None of these are fighting for physical survival, except on an economic level. The Mexican-American migrant worker is striving to retain a sense of identity, a sense of a whole self within his cultural origins, rather than being a culturally diluted non-white self.
10 Bernard Duffey, liThe Three Worlds of Jack Kerouac," in Recent American Fiction: Some Critical Views, ed. Joseph J. Waldmeir, (Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1963), p. 180.
lIlt should be noted that Buddhism and Zen which Kerouac displays in his novels is not true Zen, though it presents itself as much.
Kerouac's version of Zen, like many of the beat writers' versions "is a representative instance of the half-validity, half-travesty that comprises beat Zen," as Margaret Ashida points out in her article "Frogs and Frozen Zen .
